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EDITORIAL

Informaba P.O.Box en el suplemento al n? 6 mes de febrero del suicidio de
Ray Johnson el pasado 14 de enero en Sag Harbor - Long Island (N.Y.), este
nGmero estd dedicado integramente al que fuera fundador de la N.Y. Corres-
pondance School y tal como informabamos en P.O.Box n® 6, s8e estd celebrando
en o1 momento de la redaccién de este nfimero la muestra de Fax Art " PRAY
FOR RAY, IN A AMEMORY OF RAY JOHNSON" organizada por The Administration
Centre - Guy Bleus en el Begijnhof, Centrum Voor Kunsten en Hasselt
(Belgica), de la que informaremos en préximos nfimeros.

Ray Johnson nacié en 1927 en Detroit (Michigan), ya en los afios 40 usé la
correspondencia artistica con sus amigos, | fué alumno de la experimental
Black Mountain College en Carolina del Norte, del gue fué profesor Joseph
Albers, en la que encontramos a John Cage, Robert Raushenberg y otros.
Contemporaneo de Andy Warhol, Jasper Johns y el grupo Fluxus, fué con-
siderado iniciador del Pop Art mucho antes que el propio Warhol, la
utilizacién del collage de figuras de la mcultura popular" como James Dean,
Elvis son anteriores a las del rey del Pop Art. Performer en N.¥Y. en los 60
nunca fué entroncado en el grupo Fluxus, ni en el Pop Art, nl en el arte
geométrico, ni en ninguna de las escuelas o movimientos de la época, ni tan
solo en el Mail Art.

Sus obras han sido expuestas en todo el mundo y es a pesar de ello "El més
famoso artista desconocido del mundo"(*).

En la portada de P.O.Box y en la hoja de sellos enviada a P.0.Box por Gerard
Barbot de N.Y.aparece el nfimero 13, poema pbstumo con el que Ray se despide
de este mundo. El viernes 13 se registra en 1a habitacidn 247 (2+4+7) de un
hotel un hombre de 67 (6+7) afios, a la mafiana siguiente a las 7:15 (7+145)
desaparece para siempre.

El material que aparece reprcducido en este nfimero consta de reproduccién de
diarios y notas enviadas por Gerard Barbot y parte del archivo de la corres-
pondencia que hemos mantenido con Ray Johnson hace dos afios.

(*) Parte de este texto estd traducido de la nota de Mark Blok {Enero’95),
reproducido en estas paginas.

RAY JOHNSON 1927-1995



Ray Johnson
1927-1995

(This time it's for real)

The following message was sent out over the Internet on
Sunday, January 15, 1995. | wrote it quickly, from memory. An
updaled, probably more accurale, version will follow.

'm sorry to announce that Ray Johnson, the founder of the
New York Comespondance School and a man who play-
fully announced his own death many times, died for real
this weekend.

He drowned during a visit 1o Sag Harbor, New York. He was
pulled from the water at 12:35pm Salurday afternoon, January
14, 1995. He was fully clothed- in a typical outfit for him- levi's,
a wool sweater, a levi jacket and a wind breaker. He was
last seen around 7pm Friday night after checking
into the Barron's Cove Inn in Sag Harbor, near
the end of Long Island, NY. Sag Harbor is
on the north shore of Long Island, about a
two hour drive from his home in Locust
Valley, a joumey he appears to have
made in order to do some drawings at
the estate of Jackson Pollock and Lee
Krasner.

The wealher was unusually mild for
this time of year. Ray was fond of the
water. He often took walks along the
shore at Qyster Bay near his home. He
was also prone 1o walking out on piers
and docks. There were several near the
area where he was found on Saturday. He
told me on the phone recently “I'm going to do
my exercises,” that he was “working on a washboard
stomach™ by doing “rowing exercises on the beach with
rocks.” And that he would “walk with rocks" as weighis and that
he was “feeling very flt LA “ 1 A
¥ oads

Ray tummed 67 years old on me 16th oi October. He was going
strong, remarkably fit for a man of that age. He ate no meal,
didn't drink, smoke or parlake of recreational drugs. He worked
from marning until night, often with the tele\rlsion on in the back-
ground. As usual, he was still makind up new incarnations of his
CorresponDANCE School, the latest one | had heard, of being
the “Taoist Pop Art School” He had taken up photography in
recent years and took daily walks where he would make pho-
1os. | also noticed that only weeks ago he had finally retired the
rubber stamp with his return.address ‘an it that hie had used for
years in favor of a new one.1 had meant to ask him about that.

Born in 1927 in Detroit Michigan, Ray Johnson's first experi-
ences using the mail as a medium for art have been docu-
mented as early as 1943 in a correspondence with his friend
Arthur Secunda. In the late 40's he attended the experimental
Black Mountain College in North Carolina where he studied
with Joseph Albers and Buckminister Fuller among others. He

noching

has influenced thousands of people. from other Black Mountain
faculty like John Cage and Willem and Elaine DeKooning 10 his
contemporaries like Andy Warhol, Robert Rauschenberg,
Jasper Johns and the Fluxus group {(whom he met when he
moved 1o New York in the 50's) to an entire generation of
younger arlists who called him “the yranddaddy of mail art”

History may also eventually see Ray Johnson as the first Pop
artist. His 1955 collages using the images of James Dean and
Elvis pre-date Andy Warhol's and most of his contemporaries
by several years. In additicn to making elegant collages, which
he called ‘moticos, Ray hosted many happenings and events at
various locations around Manhattan in the 1960's. These
actions drew everyone in the art world and starled the cross-
pollenation of personalities that became his Correspondence
School. He would send things to friends and strangers alike,
asking them to add to them and send them on to ancther per-
son, often using his unique brand of intuitive word play as his
guide. Some of this activity is documented in The Paper Snake
published by Dick Higgins’ Something Else Press. He has been

called “the most famous unknown artist in the world"

Ray lived on Suffolk Sireet on the Lower
East Side until 1968 when e was
mugged- around the same time- if not
the same day- that his friend Andy
Warhhol was shot by Valerie
Solanas. He decided to leave the
city and his friends artist Richard
Lippold and  collector Arturo
Schwartz reportedly were
instrumental in his moving to
“the Pink +louse” on 7th Street in
Locust Valley, from which he
never moved. He worked there,
almost hermit-like with the excep-
tion of of his voracious appetite for
phone calls and correspondence, mys-
teriously and prolifically for aver 25 years.

Many people wanted to show his work but he pref-
ered his quiet admiration of the sage Lao Tse. His lact major
show was at the Nassau County Museum of Art in the mid-
eighties and a gallery show in the 90's in Philadelphia of his A
Book About Modern Arl” A catalogue raissonne’ was in the
works. He had recently done one of his informal non-perfor-
mances which he called “nothings” at a gallery in Long Island.
He told me in one of our last phone calls, “Will you come to my
show at Sandra Gering in January? I'm doing a half a nothing.
| can't decide whether to do it in the first half or the second half"

Many of us who know each other in the art world and its fringes
have that pleasure because of Ray Johnson. As the extent of
his influence on 20th century art and “letters” continues to be
uncovered, we will surely miss Ray Johnson, the man. In spite
of his Taoist fondness of nothing, Ray was really something.

-Mark Bloch

January 15, 1995
PO Box 1500 NY NY 10009 USA
markb @echonyc.com
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Ray Johnson, 67, Pop Artist

By CAROL mn.

‘Known for His Work in Collage
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Death of an Eni
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-} ContiwedFrom Pogest

years in'a small frame house on

street just off Locust Valiey's main A

thoroughlare.
The lawyer, John Ritter. of Locust
Valley, has found 11 cousins as far

away &1 California, but no answers -

“'It seerns to me the key I3 deliber-
ately missing” Mr. Ritter said
"This Is like & grand collage, and
I've got to find all these pleces and
markers and whers they're pointing
me. 5

Mr. Riter is not the only one. Over

the past weeks, dozens of Mr. John- |

son's {riends from all over the coun-
try have called the Sag Harbor po-
lice, inquiring about the death and, in
some cases, offering theories. In one:
Instance, & woman Irom California
faxed Chief lalacci & four-page letter
in which she interpreted the refer-
ences to death in & piece of “mall
art” Mr. Johnson had sent her as
foreshadowings of the artist’s sul-
cide. :

Indications of depression or despair?
Norma Dill, a spokeswoman for the
Suffvik County Medical Examiner's
Office, says a linal determination of
the cause of death Is pending the

results of & llﬂw-'i
“The whole core SAL

Then there was the recurrence of the
number 13 — Mr. Johnson died on |
Friday the 13th, and the number
up in several ™™
three digits of the motel room he
checked into two hours before his
death, Room 247, add up 10 13, as do.
the digits in the time that two teen-
agers saw him in the water that

Material enviado por
Gerard Barbot (NY)

%
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of thing Mr. Johnson said a thousand
times. Now, he I8 haunted by the |
worda. R s m:m:’&lﬂmmﬂylmm
e said b0 me, '] have & new "L i Ry will become famous
project, the biggeat I've ever under- his death, because he won't be
“h..,.‘hmw"""" .:Ir::d!oiwn:::lmmlm
il of his work," Mr. Felgon said,
‘! Mr, Johnson was & kind of scamp ‘His rebeilion against the art world
of the art world, in lconoclast was both quirky knd wildly theatri-
flouted convention and sometimes  cal One time in the 1870's, recalied
weemed to ty sabs s Toby one of Mr. John
‘4%m carser. Though he was son's closest friends, the artist be-
zmndli' thm tial artiss to:hllln
ruflected hs fascination with celeb-
By be g Tantalzing hints
"’""':;.:".'- rviches o N prompit a search
reer, to work, at .
E.‘gmm.:“h:m% fol' hlddel'l
sometimes became .
'Nigts wven wih college gal e mcanll‘lgs.

“Ray e disencluinted with & show of
wbecarity,” sald Rickard Feigen, o * his work the: was about to open in
Mew York art dealer who represent.  Vancouver, British Columbla. "
od Mr. Johnson for many years. Mr. “Ray had gone into the gallery
Feigeh says that he loved Mr. Joha- “and remaved all the works from the
#on nd much of his work, which was  walls — and left one drop of hlood on -
oaliected by artists like Warhol and  1he wall," My Spiselman recalied.
Jasper Johne. But Mr, Johnson'sam-  “Then MI;WTIM l!ll.'; R

lence about mercial as- Blaide the collages, Me. son's
. o in tbon, and what at-
& folhrwing outside the main-

stream art world, was his champion-

ing of what came 1o be known as

In the mail; many of his wers
with bunny heade

tcame

0 be his trademark.
Almost evtrything about him was
& contradictin. Though friends say
hlnadkunl?:::dmfl red
1o hold a job, 9 was found in
::I'Irl-llﬂ Iemu;:hor his
ith, the Sag Harbor ice say.
Jhile he often scoffed at his lack of
fame, he was preoccupled with how
and where v was mentioned

gmatic Artist Puzzles His Friends

" gahery a couple of weeks

press. “'In sone ways he was very
Indifferent,” sald David Bourdon, an
art eritic who belfriended Mr. John.
son and wrote about him In the Vil-

Volce nad other publications,
“In other ways he was absolulely
rabld abowl secing his name in
princ”

In recemt months, say those who
knew him, Mr. Johneon betrayed no
scnse that anything had changed in
his tlg&wuu might soon end it.
Kail & sculptor from Sea
CHIT whom he mu—'ﬂ-m In 1980
and who saw him twics & month, said
encounters with him were always
stylized minl-performances in which
his goal often was to confound. The

‘were always
ing. “You didn't say, ‘What did that
mean?' — you went along with i,
she sald. 4

Soretimes he called such an event
“a Ray Johnson nothing.” He staged
one for Ms. Seiden at a Sea CHIY

before he
died. There was nothing on the walls,
she sald. Mr. Johnson simply P:u:m
some photocopled bunny heads on
the Moor, and left.

About the final Ray Johnson noth-
ing. Ma. Seiden, like 50 many who
koved him, is sultably confounded.
What was ths message? Was there a
messa,

A few days afier he died, a post
card addressed 1o Mr. Johnson ar-
rived in Locust Valley. On the card,
which bore & Los Angeles postmark,
someone had wrilter the date "1-13-

W was “Ray Johnson." .
“If you ara reading this, [ must be
dead,” It said.

Whether K is genuine, no one
stemt o know,



No one lilked a riddle bero than Ray Johneon. Puns and wisccracs and
aied g;muwmcgm-l!mdx!rﬁn;wht;cwﬁ.'fmtuinﬁ:mhqmdq)htmrd
nature, had the ornery assurance of a Zen koan. So it was both “a surprise and no suprise
arall,” as a friend lates claimed, when news got out that the Pop collagist and founder of

the New York Cograpoodcacs Schookbad leapt. fom.a hidr.in Sag Uarhatoo lanuacy . .

13 and backstroked lrto oblivion, ending his life without warning and bequeathing a final

riddle to his friends, 4 Under 2 bright moon on a warm winter evening, the 67-year-old

Th ddl artist apparcotly jumped 20 foet into Sag Harbor Cove from the unnamed bridge
e Rl e O that connects North Haven and Sag Harboe. He drifted for 8 time in the frigid

mrbeﬁxehgdmned.mlmunuﬂiu.l&namhdd:cddmhnm"

Ray ]Ohmon ‘S Cowe Inn and taken a $95 second-floor room with 1 clear view of the bridge and

~ Suicide

the cove. Around seven o’dock, he drove the short distance from the hotel to a

7-Eleven at the foot of the bridge and parked. A bottleful of Valium from an old
prescription was later found in his car. Wearing a blue windbreaker, Johnson walked to the
top of the bridge and scrambled over « hip-high safety raiing.  The splash was heard by
mmyﬁkﬂnmmh;ﬁngwtundﬂmhﬂge.“ﬂ!nmdamdmﬂgmp,
mxdxynwwaﬁ:ﬂydmedmﬁnudy‘hdmuﬁngmyﬁmhnimmm
ran a short distance to town for help, but found the adults they alerted unconcerned and
the police station shut for the cvening. Someone left 2 message on the Sag Harbor Police
Department's answering machine, But it wasn®t until the following afternoon that John-
son’s body was accidentally discovered by 3 local man who'd dropped his wife of at the
Harborview Medical Center and then faken a walk by the shore. 4 All his life Johnson

. had been devoted to symbolism and nagged by reminders of his own scmiobscurity. Few

people in the artworld were unaware of Ray Johnson's name. Yet his work was rarely dis-
cussed in recent yeans and it had been some time since he had had a gaflery or a gaflery
show. Even as he ook his own life, Johnson somehow failed to get himself noticed. In-

formed of Johnson's suicide, & painter friend remarked that it was 2 “good career move.”

Guy Trebay
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catalogue
essay for 2 1986 show
of Johnson's

ing better than an
artist who commits

at his
galkry on the final day of &
show and snatch all the work

ways said that without the impediment of
Ray's personality there'd be 1 bot of inter-
st in the work.™

Wiiting to 1 friend in the 1970, John-
chaimed that “whether ng d

mutic or nothing happens, it is all the same
to mc.” He meant this p ically

peopie in
Ray johnson's reputation was formed  7) checkod.

The truth is that Johnson wishod as deeply
for recognition ax most of us da, and ob-

devoted fricnds. “In
the nexe century, peo-
ple will say, “He was
among you, whar fools
you were,"" s
William Wilson, 2 crit-
ic-novelist and John-
s0n's friend of 40 years.
In Johinson, Wilson saw
an argument for life
lived “as an acsthetic
construction.”

“Ray was s0 bril-

SRSy
&l
&m

'Wﬂl
pure bellnote of mcaning that
tingered for years” as John
Russcll once wrote, “Lists, ad-

these tum up in Ray John-
s0a’s kettera, where desd

(&2
Aot
SNaTSat

the North Caroline Mu
scum of Art, the Musc
. um of Modern Ar ey

W&
5

j
i

. spifit 3 picce inba the
nwseum's library oolloc-
: tion. A “‘bunny™ car
twoon  of Willem dc
*" Kooning, it was Ly in-
cluded in Chuck Clesc's
“celcbrated **Pormais™
installadon
But it's Johason's

%

i

¢ most fans consider his
mdsian i

major
Conducted on a soope
that almost defics com-
prehension, much less clucidation, it con-
tinued until his death. Friends who sisited

¥, TWO:
in Locust Valley, “It was an cerie spocta-
iy piled up boes con -
raining this huge, huge archive™ dating
back to Black Mountain Colicge and Pop
art's early days. “The image was of the cell
of a monk
Johnson was cvidently healthy when
he dicd, solvent (he had $1700 in hiswal-
det when he was found), sober, in good
spirits, and readying himsclf to prodece 2
cataloguc raisonné of his work. He ad ve-
cently had 3 new roof put on his howse, |
spoke to him not long 1go,” said Close. 1

And yer the akchemical magic he cxer-
H »ﬁl_t!wl:rvd]d-mquhff!

sider starus and roscated it

Never & mar of the first magnitude,
Johason, predics Bourdon, will “end up
with Warhol, Rauschenberg, and Cor-
vl arrists who all deak wich & from
popular culture and didn*t have any prefu-
dices about high ot low." Although John-
s0n's work received ectrospectives at the
Whitncy, the Nassau County Muscum, and

couldn’t rell if he was happy or d
that same flar affect always."” If ameleng,
Johnson scemed to fricnds uncomealy
“The police said there was we cvi-
dence that he was in distress,” said Helen
Harrison, curator of the Tollock-Kramer
House in Springs, whom Johnson had re
for an appointment to derw a

human skull from Pollock’s colloction.
“They called all the local peoplc in hisad

172819, 10,

ﬂ’,}%if’?

BIAR COUNT 'l‘lmlll e,
i

Y

"As

among the first to hear. Harrisom aclls.
it, Johnson apparcntly didn't *call omt for
help” before drowning. When the body
was fished out of the 40-degree water,
Harrison was told, ““Ray looked coomposcd
and calm.™
“Cenundrums,” Bourdon once maid
ibing Johnson's work, “‘conundrems
in which almost every clement s sa 's,"
and cvery “solution® another riddic o
pun.” Considering the death of his boag -
time fricnd last week, Bourdon sdded,
“IFs just too peculiar. There was no mote.
ere was no particular reason, There's
really no cxplanation.™ All week, be said,
people had been calling to say, “Watch
your mail.” So far, though, nothiag hac
arrived. +
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RAY JOHN>OUM
44 WESY 7 sTnrer
LOCUST VALLEY
NEW. KORK ARG

THE NEW YORK TIMES, APRIL 1, 1974
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FAN CLUB At 830 (o-
night, the Paloma Picasso
Fan Club meets, probably the
first time it ever has, The
Eathering, free, at the Ronald
Feldman ~ Gallery,. 33 Fast
74th Street (249-4050), will
indicats how many admirers
of the artist's daughter thers
are, and maybe even why.

The sesslon is the inspira-
tion of Ray Johnson, the art.

who 1is the mainspring
of the New York Come.
spondance School. Through

ms, cartoons, collages and
mt-hnve- . Not too long
ago, he an overflow

meeting of Anna May Wong
. fans,

What happens at the fan |

happ:
mmeetings? Hard to say. Mr,
Johnson says it all depends
upon the audience and that
tho idea Is communication
ﬂnrougi'h words and ima

It's all happening on Apdi
‘Fool's Day, wﬁy, which

, Bhould make for a touch of

* ceedings. It's a small gall
crush,

: giddiness during the pro-
ery,

50 he‘ prepared for
; SRR Al

T
1

RICHARD F. SHEPARD "
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